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Breakneck Pace 
Frazzles House 

Lawmakers, Staffs Stagger 
In Race to Fulfill ‘Contract’ 

It 
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Long days are an occupational hazard in Con- 
gress, but the stark brutality of nonstop legisla- 
tion usually comes in a session’s final days, when 
lawmakers try to make up for months of dawdling 
with a final parliamentary paroxysm. 

“Anyone can get up for a nine- or 10-day wind 
sprint ” wheezed Rep. Scott L. Hug (R-Wis.), five 
days into a serious cold late last week. “But this is 
different— you can only do 14 or 15 hours a day 
for so long.” 

What Speaker Newt Gingrich (R-Ga.) has or- 
dered for House Republicans is not a sprint, but a 
marathon aimed at bringing every one of the 10 
items in the GOP “Contract With America” to a 
floor vote within 100 days. 

A little over halfway through. Republicans 
have won every time in the House, but the high 
cost in sickness, lost sleep, lousy meals, quick 
tempers and late nights has made a mockery of 
Gingrich’s hoped-for “family-friendly Congress.” 

“If you’re Domino’s Pizza or Hunan Dynasty 
you love us, said Ways and Means Committee 
spokesman Ari Fleischer of two of Capitol Hill's 
favorite take-out restaurants. “If you're wives, 
husbands or children, you forget what we look 
like.” 

And besides the physical beating, critics are al- 
so beginning to notice frayed edges: sloppy legis- 
lation, uninformed debate and an unseemly will- 
ingness to take on gargantuan tasks with little or 
no forethought. 

“There’s no deliberation in the Judiciary Com- 
mittee,” said Rep. Jose E. Serrano (D-N.Y.) “I’m 
on the constitutional subcommittee, and we’re 
amending the Constitution every week. This 
should not be happening this way, but they [the 
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Republicans] have a deadline, and we have 
no choice.” 

House Judiciary has moved 12 bills, includ- 
ing two constitutional amendments. The Rules 
Committee has moved 19 bills, up from three 
in the first two months of the Democratic-con- 
trolled last Congress. Appropriations has 
passed a $17.5 billion recisions bill, and Ways 
and Means has finished marking up welfare 
reform. 

The Senate failed by two votes last week to 
pass the House’s balanced budget amendment 
after a month of debate, but there is still a full 
menu of Contract initiatives clamoring for at- 
tention. 

For Democrats like Serrano, still recover- 
ing from last November’s electoral defeat and 
getting rolled daily by the Gingrich jugger- 
naut, the Senate suddenly looms as a life pre- 
server in a maelstrom: “The House may be- 
come the Senate’s biggest boosters,” he said 
in a heretical reversal of traditional House 
sentiment. “There’s something to be Said for 
slowing down.” 

But slowing down is not on the agenda. In 
politics, Gingrich spokesman Tony Blankley 
noted, it’s best to go for broke when you have 
the chance. Otherwise the juggernaut may 
stall. 

“If we think of ourselves as entrepreneurs 
starting up a business, it is not unusual to 
work 6Vz days per week,” Blankley said in his 
best Newt-speak. “You have to make a go of it 
very quickly, because the rate of bankruptcies 
is very high.” 

Blankley, 46, gets to work at 7:30 a.m., and 
goes home between 9 p.m. and midnight, but 
he is one of the few Capitol regulars who ap- 
pear well-rested and reasonably alert. “I 
learned 10 years ago that I couldn’t pull dou- 
ble overnighters anymore,” he said, “so I 
watch my pace and I get my sleep ” 

Others are not so fortunate. The strain of 
endless 14-hour days is written in the haggard 
feces of lawmakers as they trudge through the 
Capitol’s labyrinthine passageways, casting 
votes, attending committee meetings, talking 
with constituents and holding press conferenc- 
es. 

Gingrich caught the flu 10 days ago. Serra- 
no got sick for the first time in 20 years. Hug 
started with bronchitis eight days ago and felt 
awful by Thursday. In between he had three 
7:30 a.m. breakfasts, two dinners and a night 
in the House chair running the debate “until 
... I can’t remember when, exactly.” 

“I feel like the dog who caught the bus,” 
said pinched-faced Agriculture Committee 
Chairman Pat Roberts (R-Kan.) late last week. 
Tdon’t know whether to bark, bite or wag my 

The GOP sweetened the pot for some by 
putting the House under the nation’s labor 
laws, ensuring that clerical and technical per- 
sonnel will be able to earn buckets of over- 
time. But at the same time, the GOP made 



things harder on everybody by ordering a 33 
percent committee staff reduction, depriving 
the House of hundreds of warm bodies that 
could have helped carry the load. 

Still, Fleischer said, after so many minority 
years “doing so much more with less,” the vow 
of poverty is easier for the GOP to handle. Not 

so easy for the new minority, however, which 
has lost about 800 committee positions. 

At this point, most Democrats are resigned 
to smaller staffs, but in the International Rela- 
tions Committee, GOP and Democrat staffers 
are barely on speaking terms after Chai rman 
Benjamin A. Gilman (R-N.Y.) cut minority sal- 
aries Feb. 1 to get the payroll down. 

The House Oversight Committee listened 
politely to complaints about such indignities at 
a hearing last week, until Chairman Bill Thom- 
as (R-Cahf.), recalling GOP suffering under 
the Democrat yoke, finally blew up: “I think it 
is a little gratuitous for people to come before 
this committee and automatically ask for an 
. . . adjustment,” he said. “If they had been 
somewhat sympathetic in the past, it would 
have been easier to grant.” 

Inadequate staff may have contributed to 
the hasty adoption last week of a floor amend- 
ment requiring prior risk-assessment before 
the Environmental Protection Agency spends 
more than $5 million on waste cleanup, a 
measure likely to slow turnover of abandoned 
military bases to civilian authorities. 

“There was no committee meeting on this 
and no debate,” said a senior EPA official. 
“When we brought this to the attention of 
some of the people who voted for it, they said 
‘gee, we didn’t realize that would be the ef- 
fect.’ ” 

Regardless of expertise, it is clear that staff 


is taking a beating. Fleischer said that Ways 
and Means staffers were wishing each other 
“good morning” as they left the office after 
midnight every day last week. 

Budget Committee Staff Director Rick May 
was sick ‘1 think” two weeks ago, two of his 
staff are sick now, and most of the rest are so 
exhausted that they have a tendency to get in- 
to aimless conversations, “not arg umen ts 
really, but what used to take 15 minutes now 
seems to take 25 minutes,” he said. Commit- 
tee Chairman John R. Kasich (R-Ohio), wound 
tight as a guitar string regardless of the legis- 
lative load, looks great. 

Despite it all, GOP aides like May wouldn’t 
change a thing. “This is why people come to 
Washington,” he said. ‘We’re making the laws. 
It’s a lot more fun being in the majority.” 

And a lot worse being in the minority. Like 
their GOP counterparts. House Democrats 
have to study hard, but they are being clubbed 
in the face every day by a majority intent on 
revolution. 

“You have to spend more time to get on top 
of the issue in order to fend off a drastic ap- 
proach,” Serrano said. “They’re undoing 
things I believe in, and that’s very, very hard 
to take.” 

At this point members, staffers and Capitol 
personnel are pointing toward the end of the 
100 days on April 13 when Congress plans to 
recess. Fleischer is going “somewhere with 
sun, beaches and as few phones as possi- 
ble I’m leaving my beeper behind.” 

Klug is looking forward to sp ending time 
with his family without feeling like a sleep- 
walker.\Tf it’s like this in May, there will be a 
riot like in the old Frankenstein movies, with 
villagers carrying torches and ladders to at- 
tack the castle ,” Klug said. Til be happy to 
lead it” 



